vehicles kill more than a million people every year, is there hardly any opposition to their further spread, which will inevitably bring more road deaths, pollution, and health problems to the developing world?
While the promotion of healthier transport modes, including walking, cycling and public transport, have been a mainstay of green-alternative politics for decades, we never hear any politician of the conservative or social democrat traditions appeal to people to drive less, buy fewer cars, and get on their bikes instead. Amazingly, the annual World Naked Bike Rides, a happy confl uence of nudists and cycling campaigners happening in many cities around the world, is probably the most visible expression of this view today. This is all the more remarkable as the reduction of road casualties since the 1970s clearly shows that state intervention can change behaviour and save many lives. Starting from a situation where drivers could do almost as they pleased, governments curtailed their freedom by introducing alcohol limits, general speed limits, and the obligation to wear seat belts. Manufacturers were forced to fi t seat belts, head rests, airbags, and catalytic converters, all of which have saved many lives. What turned you on to biology in the fi rst place? I think my love for biology started when I was actually quite small. I had several strong infl uences. My parents where keen artists and they always encouraged me to observe and draw. It might sound strange but I think that my interest in biology started in the garden. By drawing plants and animals and really observing them, I learnt to love to understand what made things grow and what made them grow in a certain way, and I suppose that's what you call biology. At the same time, I had a music teacher and loved music at school, and I think music instilled in me the discipline that helps in biology today. In addition, I had a fantastic biology teacher at school. She gave us confi dence that we could really understand biology through close observation and experimentation and that this way we could actually make discoveries.
Do you have a 'favourite' paper? I don't think I really have a single favourite paper. I've been infl uenced over the years by several insightful publications. One that I do remember was a review written several years ago by Ken Yamada. He discussed how adhesion molecules regulate cell behavior. And he asked a simple question: What is the best advice you've been given, and what advice would you offer someone wondering whether to start a career in biology? I have been given several rounds of advice over many years. I've also been lucky enough to have several mentors that have given me that advice. Starting your own lab can be daunting. The idea of employing others to carry out experiments that you started means that you need to hand over ideas and techniques and trust that the people you employ will carry out the research well. That's not always easy. But how do you fi nd these people to do these precious experiments? I have been very fortunate in that I was once told that, when selecting people to work with you, you should always look for enthusiasm. You can always teach somebody techniques, but you can't teach them enthusiasm and that's what keeps the biology moving and the results coming in. That's the joy of having a lab, having all these brains and hands all working together, all towards a common goal.
Early on, another gem of advice I was given is to always choose your battles. That's been important and I think it's important to all young investigators. It's easy to get over-involved in small issues, but this can take up a lot of time and it's not usually worth it, so picking your battles I think is important.
So, if a young scientist came to me and asked me whether they should embark on a career in biology, I would ask them what drives them, what are their questions? If you have a real love and a desire to make discoveries, biological research still has a lot to offer. It doesn't matter how long I've been in the lab for, I still get a real kick out of the discoveries -looking down the microscope and seeing something for the very fi rst time, something no one else has ever seen before, is still a thrill for me. I'm not sure there are many jobs that offer that thrill any more. So I suppose if you get a real kick out of making the discoveries, then a research career is for you! If you knew earlier on what you know now, would you still pursue the same career path? Biological research careers haven't actually changed much since I started my PhD. What has changed is the level of competitiveness, I think it's much harder now. There's less money for more people, and all the research costs a lot more to do. But it's still so exciting. New technologies mean that we can learn so much more, so much faster. There's no other job I can think of that allows you to wake up in the morning, have an idea and then do the experiment to make your discoveriesits orgasmic! To me, that's still the driving force -that excitement. I'm not sure I would really know what else to do, or even how to do it, so, if you think the same, you should do research! What has been your biggest mistake...? I've made lots of mistakes. It's hard to choose the biggest one. I suppose the one that comes to mind was a very large experiment that cost several thousand pounds and took around three years. We hit obstacle after obstacle, but we were really not making progress. It wasn't until somebody asked me why we were putting so much energy and time into a project that wasn't working and why we didn't just drop it that I realized I had made a big mistake. I suppose it's a lesson to us all: if it's not really working, and you can't make progress, try something else. I did drop the project. Probably the best mistake/ decision I've made.
What is your favourite or least favourite conference? I hate huge conferences with thousands of delegates. Seems like I spend most of my time just trying to fi nd the right seminar room. I much prefer the smaller Gordon-type conferences, really focused, where we have the time and the opportunity for creative discussions and for starting collaborations.
Do you have a 'scientifi c hero'?
My mentors are probably my scientifi c heroes. They've all shaped my science in one form or another and have given me the attributes to pursue the questions that I want to answer. Generically, I would consider my scientifi c hero to be someone who doesn't want to just do what others have done before them, but really wants to change the textbooks, challenge dogma and make a difference.
What do you think are the next big questions to be answered in your fi eld? In the fi eld of cancer biology there are still huge challenges. The past has given us information, a list of 'ingredients', the 'players' in cancer growth and spread... What we need to know now is how these all work together. No longer can cancer research be restricted to cell culture of individual cell types. Cells 'talk' to each other and control each other and this infl uences cancer growth and the responses to therapy. I think it is true to say that, by collaborating with other biologists and across other disciplines such as physics, mathematics and chemistry, we are beginning to learn a lot more. Instead of simply having a list of 'ingredients' and the pile of 'information', we can start to really build a better understanding of cancer and its progression over time. We have already 'deconstructed' cancer, now we need to know how to 're-construct' cancer as a multicellular organ in a whole organism. I suspect this will be different for the different types of cancers, but there are also likely to be similarities across cancer types. We already have an armoury of drugs to treat cancer. Some of them work but resistance is still a big problem. Understanding drug resistance means that we need to understand the multicellular functions and coordinated responses in cancer in the whole organism. It's this that I think will be the future of cancer research. It's going to get more complicated, but we just need to face it and turn the information we have into knowledge. It's going to be fun!
